Bull elk will form back into bachelor herds after the fall rut season. They will stick to-
gether for the next 10 months, enduring difficult winter weather, migrating in spring
and foraging in high alpine meadows in summer.
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A the months of spring roll into summer, the bull
S elk enjoy each other's company as they mean-
der through the meadows of Colorado’s mountains in
bachelor herds. They wait for their antlers to grow as
they feed on the lush forbs of summer for abundant
nutrition. The boys of Colorado’s forests will use these
racks of bone atop their heads as the weapon of choice
in just a couple months during the fall rut.

By August, the temperatures start to cool,
and the bull elk start eyeing each other up.
Something has changed and they are no lon-
ger friends. The velvet starts to shed from the
antlers and the bulls aid its progression by
rubbing their antlers on bushes and trees.
Immediately following the velvet shedding,
the bulls start chasing, bluffing, charging and
battling each other in an attempt to assert
dominance. The prize: the chance to mate
with the cows.

This barroom brawl of the natural world,
referred to as the rut season, lasts about eight
weeks — from the end of August to the end
of October — with the season peak occur-
ring the last two weeks of September.

As the hormones settle back down and the
snow begins to fall, the elk become friends
again. The bulls reform their bachelor herds
as they wait out the winter together.

But what do the elk — cows, calves, spikes
and mature bulls — do to pass the time after
the fall rut season ceases?

The Rut

The fall rut is the prime season for elk.
During this time, bull elk gather harems of
cows and wait for them one by one to go into
estrus. The bull will spend most of the days
and nights defending these precious groups
to maintain his potential to produce off-
spring, Satellite bulls will attempt to sneak off
some of the cows for their own harem. Some
win, some lose.

During this time, the bulls may lose up to
20 percent of their body weight because of all
the chasing they do to push off the satellite
bulls and to keep their harem together.

After the Rut

By the end of the rut, the bulls look pretty
tired. Many have broken tines on their ant-
lers. Some have injuries as a result of fighting;
some will even succumb to those injuries
during the hard winter months.

But most elk spend the winter in large
groups at lower elevations. The cows and
their growing calves will gather together in
groups as large as several hundred. Without
the pressure from older bull elk during the
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rut, many spike bulls will now reconnect
with their mothers to spend their last season
together.

The older bulls — some of the most inter-
esting to watch entertain themselves in the
winter — will reform bachelor herds of
about a dozen and find good sources of
food. Many younger bulls will continue to
practice their sparring techniques, knowing
that one day they will need to be ready to
defend their own harem. Some elk will get
into mischief and break bird feeders and
find ways to entertain themselves in people’s
yards.

Some hearty elk will spend the winter at
elevations up to 7,500 feet in mountain val-
leys like North Park or Horseshoe Park in
Rocky Mountain National Park replenishing
their bodies of the fat they lost during the rut.
On windy, snowy days, they retreat to the
cover of forests. On warmer days, they will
enjoy the warmth of the sun on south and
southwest facing slopes where food is free of
SNOW.,

Atlower elevations, mostly along the foot-
hills of the Front Range, the lead cows will
show the group where to find food until the
fresh green grasses of spring return. At times,
these groups will take advantage of hay re-
serves on ranches.

Staying Warm
What does coincide with the end of the rut
is the drop in temperatures and the develop-

ment of winter weather, especially at higher
elevations.

Elk are well adapted to living through
harsh winters.

They have a lower surface area to volume
ratio, which means less relative area to lose
heat.

Elk are also one of the animals that have a
rumen, the first chamber of the stomach (of
a four-chambered stomach) where cellulose
is broken down by microorganisms. This di-
gestive process produces some byproduct
heat, kind of like a natural furnace.

The winter coat of an elk is comprised of
two layers. The thick, dense undercoat of fur
is five times warmer than their summer coat.
The long guard hairs on the surface have
thousands of tiny air pockets to trap air
against the body.

Elk also have long legs, which help them
move through deep snow. They will also use
the legs to brush the snow away from buried
food sources.

They move around less in cold tempera-
tures to help conserve energy.

Elk will hide in timber to escape the harsh,
energy-zapping wind that frequents moun-
tain valleys in winter. Trees also burn small
amounts of energy, which causes the snow to
melt faster around its base near the trunk.
Elk take advantage of this exposed ground by
resting at the base of a tree and using the
branches as a natural umbrella from falling
SOW.

By mid-March, the bulls start dropping
their antlers, with the largest males losing
their racks first. The new antlers will start
growing within a few days at the rate of about
an inch a day.

The calendar has now turned to mid
spring. This marks the beginning of the mi-
gration back to higher elevations. Those elk
at lower elevations will follow the growth of
the plants in the mountain drainages back up
to high mountain meadows to repeat the
summer season. Along the way, the cows will
stop in lush valleys to give birth to the calves
they were seeded with back in the fall.

The cycle of life will continue and offers
the next generation of elk the opportunity to
enjoy being one of the lucky animals living in
Colorado. ow

To learn more about Colorado's elk pop-
ulation, visit cpw.state.co.us/conservation/
Pages/CON-Elk.aspx.

Dawn Y. Wilson is an author and photogra-
pher and is a frequent contributor to Colo-
rado Outdoors. This article is copyrighted by
the author.
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The rut seasonis difficult on bull elk,
with some losing their life in the hard
winter months due to weight loss and
injuries sustained during the breeding
season.
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climates, with thick fur to stay warm, long

| Elkare well adapted to living in harsh winter

legs to trudge through snow, and instincts to

move to timber to get out of the wind.




